on the self that might cool this spirit of vengeance (HAH 1, 637). 3 It frames Nietzsche's analysis of the comedy of self by drawing on the psychoanalytic concept of narcissism. 4 Section one explores Freud's analysis of one of the earliest modulations of narcissism: viz., the incipient ego's attempt to restore a phantasised condition of majestic plenitude. Freud suggests, as we shall see, that the infantile ego accomplishes this phantasy through vengeful projection. For the sake of explaining and clarifying Freud's psychology of revenge, the paper recalls his famous vignette on the fort-da game, which he analyses as an infantile strategy to establish an illusion of sovereignty. Freud shows that the rage for securing this illusion is symptomatic of a fear which accompanies the discovery of the independence of the other, the fear of annihilation.
The second section argues that Freud's analysis of the psychological connections between this first narcissistic wounding and vengeful projection illuminates Nietzsche's critique of heroism. In this regard, it subverts the notion that Nietzsche lionises pre-Platonic heroes and their manic, triumphant laughter in the face of tragedy. Rather like Suetonius, the deadpan chronicler of the Emperors' follies, and Seneca and Epictetus, Nietzsche satirises the overblown pathos of heroism. 5 In the middle period Nietzsche treats the hero as material fit only It is beyond the scope of this paper to address all of the salient philosophical and historical issues in this field; rather it attempts to enrich our understanding of Nietzsche's and Freud's conception of the art of the self and its therapeia, especially their shared understanding of dynamic psychological mechanisms. It also qualifies the conventional view that, as Joel Whitebook expresses it, Freud "tended to view narcissism in a predominantly negative light -as the opponent of object love and reality testing and as a source of severe psychopathology". Rather it shows that Freud himself, like Nietzsche, gave us a more differentiated picture of this thoroughly ambivalent phenomenon, a picture which, as we shall see, stands out in relief in his theory of humour; see: Whitebook, Joel: Perversions and Utopia. A Study in Psychoanalysis and Critical Theory. Cambridge 1995, p. 5. 5 By contrast, Mark Weeks argues that Nietzsche evinces an "anxiety toward laughter" because it subverts his ethos of heroic vitalism and its grandly tragic Promethean striving. According to Weeks, this anxiety leads Nietzsche to the "rhetorical gambit" of willing "a new kind of laughter", which Weeks rather loosely describes as "mythical", "transcendental", "superhuman" and "sacred". However, as we shall see below, it is erroneous to uncritically assume, as Weeks appears to, that Nietzsche frames his account of laughter in terms of such heroic vitalism. Rather, if the argument of this paper is correct, in the free-spirit trilogy Nietzsche develops his theory of humour and its therapeutic function in the context of a very different ethical project: viz., the rec- for comedy. It demonstrates that he underpins this comic jesting through his proto-psychoanalytic insights into the hero's desperate attempt to use vengeance as a means of securing a phantasy of omnipotence. In other words, Nietzsche satirises the hero's desire for the illusion of omnipotence as the exemplification of an infantile method of salving the narcissistic wound.
In the final sections, the discussion of Nietzsche's own use of satire opens onto a broader consideration of his analysis of the psychological significance of comedy and laughter. For Nietzsche laughter, jokes and humour are privileged points of access for theorising the intrapsychic world. He maintains that conceptualising the self as a comic genre, or, more precisely, as a series of comic stratagems, can serve as a rich source of self-knowledge. Like other explosive pathos, he uses laughter as a spy that can help to penetrate our psychic fortifications (see HAH 2, 54).
This paper shows that Nietzsche analyses a series of comic stratagems as sources from which we can learn more about the psychodynamics of narcissism. In doing so, it suggests that he distinguishes between neurotic inflammations of narcissism and a mature form of individualism that tempers and incorporates the residues of narcissistic yearning into the work of self-composition and selfcomposure. In exploring the comedies of the soul, Nietzsche identifies three comic stratagems which he conceptualises as expressions of different responses to or treatments of narcissistic loss: manic laughter, melancholic humour, and what he, along with Freud, considers the positive self-humouring of Stoicism. 6 Finally, the paper examines what we might call, following Simon Critchley, comic self-acknowledgement, and demonstrates that Nietzsche treats this as a sign of mature individualism. 7 In the middle period, therefore, Nietzsche understands the wisdom of suffering to lie in comic, anti-heroic self-recognition of human finitude.
Fort-Da: The First Revenge
A brief examination of the psychoanalytic account of projection can serve as background for understanding Nietzsche's critique of narcissistic object relations. In his attempt to account for the genesis of the ego, Freud claims that a primitive ego-form emerges once repeated experiences of a lack of immediate 6 For two more detailed attempts to place Nietzsche's and gratification upset the infant's state of primary narcissism or symbiotic fusion with the mother. 8 Only its enforced exile from symbiotic fusion, and with it the loss of the feeling of narcissistic plenitude, compels the human creature to begin differentiating between itself and the world, between inside and outside. Freud calls the psychical agent that negotiates the transition from fusion to separation, from oceanic plenitude to terra firma, the "pleasure-ego". 9 Even though the pleasure-ego must negotiate this blow to infantile narcissism, he suggests, it nevertheless remains enthralled by the promise of blissful submersion; it is still seduced by the siren's music, so to speak. In its earliest incarnation, therefore, the ego attempts to find substitutive means for satisfying the desire for the lost state of primary narcissism. Its first strategy is to draw the boundaries between itself and the outside in such a fashion that it retains a feeling of narcissistic plenitude. It does so by projecting, or literally throwing out, all internal sources of unpleasure into the external world and incorporating or devouring the external sources of pleasure. "The original pleasure-ego" Freud writes "wants to introject into itself everything that is good and to eject from itself everything that is bad". 10 Projection is thus the ego's primordial defence mechanism for restoring something of the feeling of plenitude that its discovery of the independence of the object world compels it to abandon. While Freud acknowledges that the boundaries between inside and outside established by the pleasure ego's projections and introjections cannot escape rectification through experience, he believes that the mechanism of projection continues to be active as a means through which the ego seeks to relieve itself of intolerable internal anxieties. 11 Projection is not just a symptom of pathological paranoia, according to Freud, since it also appears under other psychological conditions. "When we refer the causes of certain sensations to the external world, instead of looking for them […] inside ourselves" he writes "this normal proceeding, too, deserves to be called projection". 12 This mechanism, he suggests, allows the ego to defend itself against an internal anxiety as though it came from the outside, or from the direction of a perception. Projection is an attempt to transform an internal anxiety, which the ego is powerless to prevent or to shield itself from, into an external object against which it can defend itself. " [I] nternal excitations which produce too great an increase in unpleasure", he contends, "are treated as though they were acting not from inside, but from outside, so that it may be possible to bring the shield against stimuli into operation as a means of defence against them". 13 In the case of a phobia, for example, an external object takes the place of an internal anxiety, and the ego can thus "react against this external danger with attempts at flight by phobic avoidances". 14 Freud conceives projection as one of the means through which the ego can repeat in relation to the phobic object what he see as its original relation to the world: viz., the attempt to flee or annihilate the external world with its overwhelming emission of stimuli. 15 However, by attempting to maintain itself as a site of pure pleasure through projection, Freud observes, the ego ultimately only succeeds in creating for itself a strange and threatening 'outside'. 16 It is, in short, a neurotic or pathological solution to the difficulties posed by internally driven anxieties. The projective defence-mechanism not only fails to dissolve or cure the anxieties it sought to fend off, it recreates them in new and insidious forms. In this way, Freud argues, projection can be seen as the "starting-point of important pathological disturbances". 17 Freud addresses the psychological issue of regaining the pleasure of omnipotence through projection in his famous vignette on the fort-da game. His little allegory affords a compelling insight into the psychological structure that underpins Nietzsche's critique of the vengefulness that springs from wounded narcissism. A brief examination of Freud's analysis of the fort-da game can therefore serve to illuminate the structure of the childish vengeance which Nietzsche identifies as the core of the heroic ethos. 18 13 In the fort-da (gone-there) game, Freud speculates, the infant derives a yield of pleasure from becoming active in relation to a situation in which he was formerly passive: the situation of his dependence on his mother for his feeling of selfpresence. According to Freud, the fort-da game, which consists in throwing away a spool and making it disappear (fort) and reeling it back into view (da), is the infant's imaginary act of vengeance on his mother for going away from him and the painful feeling of impotence and annihilation that her departure arouses in him. Through this game, he argues, the child reverses the balance of power between himself and his mother: in fantasy he becomes the active, powerful subject, capable of tossing away and annihilating the mother, and she becomes the needy, dependent child suffering the pain of being cast into oblivion. On the plane of phantasy, then, the child uses the fort-da game as a means of compensating himself for the pain of separation and the terrifying discovery of his impotence, and he does so by vengefully inflicting on a symbolic substitute the same kind of suffering he experiences when his mother's absence threatens him with annihilation.
Projection is thus central to the Spiel : the infant projects his own needy, dependent self and its painful feelings of loss and separation into an object, and then vengefully assumes the role of the powerful master who causes the object to suffer by making it disappear. Freud captures the essence of the vengeful strategy for regaining the illusion of omnipotence in the infant's use of projection to assuage its loss through the imaginary transfer of its pain and impotence to another. He sees this vengeful artifice at work in many games where the child creates a Spiel that re-enacts his sufferings, but in doing so makes himself the master and the other the victim: "As the child passes over from the passivity of the experience to the activity of the game, he hands on the disagreeable experience to one of his playmates and in this way revenges himself on a substitute". 19 If Freud is right, it is the infantile inability to bear separation and impotence that makes seeing or arousing suffering in others so addictively pleasurable for human beings, for it is this vengeance which enables us to assuage our profound fear of annihilation, rooted in our earliest condition of infantile dependence. Vengeance soothes our fear of annihilation by restoring to us an illusory feeling of magical omnipotence. emphasis added. Ernst Behler, in stark contrast, and much more plausibly, suggests that because of his theory of language and his concern for an artistry of living Nietzsche makes irony integral to his philosophical discourse. 
Infantile Heroes
The human "thing in itself ". -The most vulnerable and yet the most unconquerable is human vanity: indeed, its strength increases, and in the end can become gigantic, through being wounded. (HAH 2, 46) In his analysis of the hero, Nietzsche drawing a similar link between the infantile inability to endure the loss of an imagined condition of omnipotence and the pathology of revenge. In making this case, Nietzsche brings in to sharper focus his concern with the dangers that narcissistically driven vengeance pose for personal and social relations. In some respects, Nietzsche follows the Stoic argument that anger and vengeance are symptomatic of a failure to properly treat and cure the painful affects that spring from mortal losses and sufferings. But Nietzsche establishes his therapeutic analysis of the psychology of revenge, a therapy that partly works by satirising and lampooning the infantile stratagems of the hero, on a more sophisticated psychology, one which lays the groundwork for later psychoanalytic theories of narcissism and its discontents.
Nietzsche's first step towards formulating his own philosophical therapy is to identify and analyse the pathological stratagems for dealing with incompleteness and vulnerability. It is because the pain arising from their dependence on uncontrollable goods proves intolerable, he argues, that human beings summon to their aid various means of alleviation. Revenge, he maintains, is prominent among these consolations. He distinguishes between taking revenge, which he describes as an "intense attack of fever", and the desire to take revenge without the strength and courage to carry it out, which he claims "means carrying around with us a chronic suffering, a poisoning of the body and the soul" (HAH 1, 60). According to Nietzsche, neither the morality of intention, nor that of utility are able to expose and analyse the psychological roots of revenge. "Both estimations" Nietzsche roundly asserts "are short-sighted" (HAH 1, 60, emphasis added).
At first blush, it may seem that Nietzsche is therefore insinuating that it is better to immediately discharge vengeful affects rather than allow them to grow into a chronic ailment, but, as we shall shortly see, he seriously questions this position because it is premised on a crude understanding of psycho-dynamic processes. Nietzsche's much more subtle psychology shows that vengeful discharge often only serves to exacerbate the original distemper. Moreover, the notion that Nietzsche elevates a simple revenge morality over subterranean ressentiment is sharply at odds with the fact that he identifies both as products of one and the same fever or disease. 20 His aim is not to defend the absurd position that one form of a disease is better than another, but to understand the pathological root that lies at the source of vengeance in all its various manifestations. In other words, both moral perspectives are short-sighted in the sense that in their haste to establish a fixed point of judgement they neglect to investigate how this fever might be cured. Fixed moral judgements are of little use to the "new physicians of the soul" who attempt to understand revenge as a disease that requires medical treatment (D 52). Nietzsche criticises such moral perspectives because they merely judge such phenomena rather than understand its psycho-genesis, mutations and possible transformations. It is this latter task that Nietzsche tackles by means of psychological observation. He addresses both the taking of revenge and subterranean ressentiment as symptoms of a diseased soul for which the philosophical therapist seeks a cure. Nietzsche's difficulty on this score, a point we will examine further, lies in distinguishing between successful and unsuccessful therapeia.
Nietzsche, then, seeks to understand vengeance as a symptom of wounded narcissism, and in the first instance he chooses to illuminate this connection by examining the pre-Platonic hero. Pace Charles Taylor and other critics, Nietzsche does not see the pre-Platonic hero as emblematic of a transgressive splendour against which we can measure and condemn the banality and pusillanimity of modern humanism. 21 On the contrary, he conceives heroic 'destinies' as the hapless, human, all too human misadventures that befall those who, lacking the wit to find other ways of soothing their wounded narcissism, bring disaster upon themselves and others. Nietzsche satirises rather than lionises the epic heroes, product of weakness and lack of power -of that excessive dependence on others and on the goods of the world that is the mark of the weak, and not of the strong and self sufficient, human being or society"; see Nussbaum, Martha lampooning Ajax's mad vengefulness (or envy, as he later describes it) and his choice of suicide as a means of assuaging his wounded vanity (GS 135). 22 In his discussion of Sophocles' Ajax, Nietzsche makes the following observation:
[T]he tragic element in the lives of great men frequently lies not in their conflict with their time and the baseness of their fellow human beings, but instead in their incapacity to defer their action for a year or two; they cannot wait (HAH 1, 61). 23 One does well in this context to recall Epictetus' deflationary jibe at tragic heroism: "Look how tragedy comes about: when chance events befall fools". 24 It is in this vein that Nietzsche sees Ajax not as a tragic hero, but as a tragi-comic fool. Like Simon Critchley in his recent analysis of comedy and tragedy, Nietzsche is satirically critical of, rather than "overawed" by the "monstrous magnitude of the tragic hero". 25 Nietzsche treats the "great" Ajax as a victim of incontinence: Ajax simply cannot wait.
Taking his lead from Sophocles' dramatisation, Nietzsche in Human All Too Human 61 lampoons Ajax's enactment of the heroic ethos. For Nietzsche, Ajax's decision to fall on his own sword in order to salvage his honour is not a resolute act of freedom in the face of fate, but merely a risible, childish failure to contain his passions. He underlines this point by focussing our attention on a seemingly minor implication of the speech the oracle Calchas makes shortly before Ajax commits suicide. According to Calchas' prophecy, Ajax would no longer have deemed suicide necessary if he had simply allowed his violent selfpity to "cool off for one more day" (HAH 1, 61). 26 (We should recall that for Nietzsche "the single goal that governs" the free spirit is "to know at all times" which "will make him cool and will calm all the savagery in his disposition" [HAH 1, 56]).
Ajax, then, lacks the wit to soothe and overcome the suffering he experiences as a result of his double humiliation: his defeat at the hands of the wily Odysseus in their dispute over Achilles' armour and the shameful outcome of his attempt to exact revenge: the mad slaughter of the sheep he hallucinates as his enemies. 22 The Gay Science (GS). Transl. Walter Kaufmann. New York 1974. 23 Nietzsche echoes Seneca's therapy for anger: "The greatest remedy for anger is delay: beg anger to grant this at first, not in order that it may pardon the offence, but that it may form a right judgement about it: if it delays, it will come to an end. Do not attempt to quell it at once, for its first impulses are fierce; by plucking away its parts we shall remove the whole". As Nietzsche sees it, Ajax is not sufficiently sharp-witted to outfox "the fearful insinuations of his wounded vanity by saying to himself "who in my situation has not taken a sheep for a hero? Is this then something so dreadful? On the contrary, it is something typically human: Ajax might have spoken some such words to comfort himself " (HAH 1, 61). Instead, his passion takes on a life of its own, a transformation Nietzsche registers by making this passion an active, grammatical subject ("Passion does not want to wait"), and he is swept away by a wave of self-pity: "Aias! Aias! How fit a name to weep with! Who could have known / How well those syllables would spell my story? / Aias, Aias! Over and over again / I cry alas! How am I fallen!". 27 Ajax loses himself to passion, just as his name dissolves into the sound of lamentation. He succumbs to the acoustics of loss. 28 By exaggerating the extent of his losses, Ajax exacerbates his wounded vanity to the point that he can neither staunch the flow of self-pity and self-lamentation, nor endure it for a single day. Overwhelmed by a torrent of self-pity, Ajax seeks solace in the most radical anaesthetic: death.
In lightly mocking Ajax's incontinence, Nietzsche suggests that even though it is universally human (allgemein Menschliche, as Nietzsche stresses) to suffer from wounded vanity, and to respond to it by splitting the world into sheep and heroes, Ajax's exaggerated self-pity betrays an infantile refusal to delay gratification, to wait and reflect, that profoundly damages his object relations. For in attempting to maintain his self-image as omnipotent, Ajax cannot tolerate the deprivations the world and others inflict on his mortal, human self, and instead splits himself and his objects into debased and idealised parts, sheep and heroes. Ajax not only splits his world in this fashion, he also expels these parts of himself into others. His mad delusion simply literalises the mechanism of projection. It also makes manifest the confusion that projective identification creates between the intrapsychic and intersubjective world: Ajax is at war not with real others, but with the objects into which he has projected his own anxieties. The tragic element in Ajax's life, as Nietzsche puts it, lies not in any fateful conflict with his time or the baseness of his fellow human beings, but in himself and his incapacity to defer his action. Like the infantile narcissist, Ajax seeks to immediately assuage the trauma of losing his sovereignty through vengefully annihilating the gods and heroes that he imagines laughing at his impotence, and that he obsessively conjures up as he meditates suicide. 29 However, because these sources lie within him, he is 'destined' to constantly mistake sheep for jeering heroes and gods, and he can therefore never achieve what he seeks: the definitive restoration of pure sovereignty. In his vain pursuit of complete sovereignty, therefore, he must ultimately turn on himself and by destroying himself quell his narcissistic rage and suffering once and for all.
The implication of Nietzsche's satirical gloss is that by splitting and projecting himself in order to protect his sense of self-perfection, Ajax generates a violent and endless cycle of vengeance that can be brought to a halt only with his own death or suicide. ("The blade so often steeped in Trojan blood will now stream with its master's own, that none may conquer Ajax save himself!"). 30 The heroic ethos thus generates an either / or: either the constant need to project parts of the self onto others and take vengeance on them for the sake of restoring the phantasy of omnipotence, or when this mechanism finally, and inevitably, fails to alleviate the feeling of narcissistic loss, to annihilate oneself.
Nietzsche thus conceives revenge, in whatever guise it appears, as a feverish sickness of the soul that demands therapeutic analysis. His medical description of revenge carries more than just the overtones of Hellenism's therapeutic conception of philosophy. It is a lexical index of the degree to which Nietzsche brings to bear a medical or therapeutic gaze on psychological phenomena. His therapeutic gaze identifies revenge as a pathology whose roots lie in the mortal creature's anxious awareness of its own insecurity and the precariousness of its most cherished projects and hopes. Unable to bear the painful defeat of their longing for omnipotence, he suggests, human beings resort to stratagems for reestablishing for themselves the image or phantasy of their own self-sufficiency and impermeability:
Discharging ill humour -Any person who fails at something prefers to attribute this failure to the ill will of someone else, rather than to chance. His stimulated sensibility is relieved by thinking of a person and not a thing as the reason for his failure; for we can revenge ourselves on people, but we have to choke down the injuries of chance. Therefore, when a prince [or sovereign -Fürsten] has failed at something, his circle tends to designate some individual as the ostensible cause and to sacrifice that person in the in-terest of all courtiers; for otherwise, the ill humour of the prince would be vented on all of them, since he cannot take revenge on the goddess of fate herself (HAH 1, 370, emphasis added). 31 Nietzsche's tone here carries something of Suetonius' deadpan humour, and in composing this aphorism Nietzsche may well have recalled one of this Roman chronicler's most dryly entertaining anecdotes about Nero. We can see a monstrously bloated expression of the narcissistic pathology that Nietzsche sets about deflating in the following report from Suetonius:
Nero was no less cruel to strangers than to members of his family. A comet, popularly supposed to herald the death of some person of outstanding importance, appeared several nights running. His astrologer Babillus observed that monarchs usually avoided portents of this kind by executing their most prominent subjects and thus directing the wrath of heaven elsewhere; so Nero resolved on a wholesale massacre of the nobility. 32 On the theoretical plane, Nietzsche implies that projection is a means of defending against and warding off the pain we experience in glimpsing the radical limits on our sovereignty. In effect, he constructs this aphorism as a comic satire of infantile narcissism. Nietzsche treats the vain project of sovereignty as material fit only for comedy. As we shall see later, he also conceives comic selfacknowledgement of one's finitude and powerlessness as integral to the therapeutic treatment of wounded narcissism.
In the aphorism noted (HAH 1, 370) Nietzsche argues that the failure to comically acknowledge the limits of one's own sovereignty has troubling repercussions. The childish way the ego uses illusions to reclaim its feeling of narcissistic omnipotence may be risible, but the consequences are no joking matter. We 31 Interestingly, Nietzsche chooses the figure of the sovereign or prince to discuss narcissism and vengeance rather than the 'slave', which is what one is led to expect by those who confine their interpretation of Nietzsche to a few passages from the first book of can see this in Nietzsche's analysis of the sovereign's clownish attempts to regain his majesty. Because the princely or sovereign ego wants to sustain its omnipotence, he observes, the accidents of fate arouse its intense ill humour and aggression. Hence the sovereign seeks to eject or repel all the painful stimuli that register the limits of his power to command and regulate his dominion, but he cannot achieve this aim by accepting the superior power of chance. For if he acknowledges the goddess of fate as a higher power, he merely reminds himself of his own impotence and his powerlessness to prevent further loss and suffering. 'His Majesty the Baby', as Freud might say, cannot abide fate's lèse-majesté. 33 The prince therefore needs his courtiers to act as nurse-maids and find ways to appease the humiliation his narcissistic grandiosity has suffered. His courtiers must reinstate the illusion of his omnipotence lest this humiliation vent itself in indiscriminate acts of infantile rage; his majesty the baby must be consoled. Their task is to insure that the baby remains sufficiently "illusioned", or confirmed in its experience of omnipotence, to borrow from Winnicott. 34 Nietzsche identifies strategies of projection as the means which facilitate this consolation. The sovereign's courtiers project his ill-humour into another, and construct this other as the external cause of his inner suffering. Through this projection they enable the sovereign to discharge his irritation with himself over his own impotence by victimising another, and they thereby also spare him the difficult task of confronting his sovereignty as a mere illusion. Nietzsche brilliantly captures the very essence of projection as a means of unburdening oneself of painful affects:
There are not a few who understand the unclean art of self-duping by means of which every unjust act they perform is re-minted into an injustice done to them by others and the exceptional right of self-defence reserved to what they themselves have done: the purpose being to greatly reduce their own burden (HAH 2, 52).
If we understand Nietzsche's aphorism in this way as a satire of infantile narcissism, it becomes apparent that he underscores another point: that the sovereign ego is the dupe of its own courtiers or "undersouls" (BGE 19 sovereign takes himself to be the master of his kingdom, Nietzsche's analysis suggests that he is in fact deluded by his undersouls into believing that his omnipotence remains inviolable. They dupe him for the sake of protecting the commonwealth from his indiscriminate wrath. For these undersouls the sovereign is merely the channel through which they flush out the poisons of the body-politic. The ego's majesty is thus doubly compromised: it is governed by the forces of the underworld and the goddess of fate. Nietzsche's parable, one might say, construes the sovereign as a point of intersection between the unconscious and necessity. On Nietzsche's interpretation, therefore, if the ego fails to acknowledge unconquerable necessity and seeks instead to sustain the illusion of its omnipotence, it becomes little more than a sewer for the soul's toxic affects:
Cloaca of the soul. -The soul too has to have its definite cloaca into which it allows its sewage to flow out: what can serve as these includes people, relationships, classes, or the Fatherland or the world or finally -for the truly fastidious (I mean our dear modern "pessimists") -God (WS 46).
Only by ejecting from itself all of the bitter affects that spring from the painful and unavoidable violation of its omnipotence does the ego establish a fragile simulacrum of sovereignty. It projects these affects into another and soothes the soul's wounded narcissism by taking revenge against its scapegoats. Revenge is thus a feverish attack of infantile narcissism.
For Nietzsche, then, the narcissistic wound, or "wounded vanity" as he calls it, gives rise to various forms of pathological vengeance (HAH 1, 61). 36 Rather than accepting that losses are inevitable, that the project of sovereignty is beyond human capacities, the subject attempts to assuage its sufferings and restore its sovereignty through revenge. The pathology of revenge consists in imagining a persecutor against whom the subject can then discharge its painful feelings of being persecuted and violated. Seen in light of the subject's inescapable submission to the greater power of fate, however, such revenge can only establish a dreamlike illusion of omnipotence. Nietzsche recognises that without coming to terms with the goddess of fate, without finding another way to master or temper its own drive to omnipotence, the subject finds itself ensnared in a cycle of vengeance: faced with constant defeat by the mercurial powers of chance, it must constantly pacify its wounded vanity by creating new scapegoats whose sacrifice serve as momentary alleviations. As Nietzsche makes clear in his analysis of Ajax and his comic satire of the duped sovereign, the 'real' other who is the target of his vengeance is a shadowy projection through whose sacrifice he restores a phantasy of omnipotence.
Comedies of the Soul
Applause. -In applause there is always a kind of noise -even when we applaud ourselves (GS 201). 37 In the theatre of the self, as Nietzsche imagines it here, the applause of selfcongratulation we summon up for our triumphant performances is always based on a "degree of unclarity" regarding ourselves. 38 In congratulating ourselves as victors or heroes we deceive ourselves about ourselves by failing to hear the nonsense, the lack of discrimination, the sheer stupidity in the applause with which we flatter ourselves. Remarking upon the fact that 'choices' of vocation are often made without sufficient self-knowledge, Nietzsche observes:
The problem is largely that of making good, of correcting as far as possible what was bungled at the beginning. Many will recognise that their later life shows a sense of purpose which sprang from fundamental incompatibility: it makes living hard. But at the end of life one has gotten used to it -then he can deceive himself about his life and applaud his own stupidity: bene navigavi naufragium feci [When I suffer shipwreck I have navigated well]. And he may even sing a hymn of praise to "providence". 39 As we have seen, Nietzsche satirises the hero's vanity, suggesting that he does everything in his power to conceal from himself his own haplessness, not only when he suffers misfortune, but perhaps even more so, as he quips, when he is victorious:
The denial of chance. -No victor believes in chance (GS 258).
Strangely, Nietzsche's comic tickling of human vainglory is entirely lost on almost of all of his critics. 40 Even Nehamas, who makes a point of exploring 37 Nietzsche's idea of applauding ourselves as we applaud actors on the stage is in line with his notion that we stage ourselves for ourselves. In Human, All Too Human 624, for example, Nietzsche claims that in relation to their "higher self " human beings "are often actors of themselves" insofar as they "later imitate over and over the self of their best moments". We need only think of any aging satanic rock star to understand Nietzsche's point. 38 This phrase is borrowed from Human, All Too Human 164 where Nietzsche describes the "unclarity with regards to oneself and that semi-insanity super-added to it" that is necessary to believe in oneself as a genius. Nietzsche devotes this aphorism to mocking Wagner's and Napoleon's insanely vain belief in themselves as "Übermenschliches". 39 Nietzsche's multifarious styles, remains largely oblivious to his penchant for humorously deprecating vanity and its masks and self-deceptions; and Staten, who, perhaps more than any other interpreter, attempts to listen carefully to the tonality of Nietzsche's texts remains deaf to his sardonic wit and self-parody. 41 Nor should it be thought that Nietzsche's comic turns are merely literary devices of no particular philosophical consequence. Rather, Nietzsche uses black humour as an anti-depressant that enables us to laugh at ourselves rather than raging against ourselves and others. However, not only does Nietzsche employ comedy, he also analyses it, and in doing so reveals it as a strategy that human beings use to defend themselves and assuage their narcissistic sufferings. We can distinguish, then, between Nietzsche's use of jokes to demonstrate and participate in their tonic, anti-depressant effects, on the one side, and his analysis of several types of comedy that human beings use in their struggle to assuage their suffering: manic laughter as release, Schadenfreude as pleasurable ridicule, and self-humouring as soothing consolation. The objective of Nietzsche's analysis of these types of comedy is to reveal how we use them to counter, conceal or compensate for our human, all too human haplessness and ineptitude. In pursuing this analysis, Nietzsche develops what we might call a comic acknowledgement of the childish methods we employ to sustain our narcissistic phantasy of grandiosity and omnipotence. His theorisation of these clownish ruses and self-deceptions brings with it a sorrowful smile that acknowledges the suffering that drives human beings to employ desperately funny measures.
Manic Laughter
In The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche observes in passing that comedy is a therapeutic art which affords us the opportunity of discharging or releasing painful affects of fear and terror. "Comedy" he writes "is the artistic discharge (Entladung) 41 of the nausea of absurdity" (BT 7). 42 He sees the art of comedy as soothing the painful affects generated by a "chaotic world" that mocks our sovereignty (BT 7). If a "piercing gaze" into this chaos triggers a nausea with existence, comedy saves us from this illness by discharging our pain through manic laughter (BT 7). Nietzsche's clarifies this rudimentary observation about comic catharsis in Human, All Too Human. 43 Wherever there is laughter, he observes, there is nonsense. According to Nietzsche, manic laughter is a symptom of the relief that ensues from a temporary liberation from the painful constraints of necessity:
The overturning of experience into its opposite, of the purposive into the purposeless, of the necessary into the arbitrary, but in such a way that this event causes no harm […] delights us, for it momentarily liberates us from the constraints of the necessary, the purposive and that which corresponds to our experience, which we usually see as our inexorable masters; we play and laugh when the expected (which usually makes us fearful and tense) discharges itself harmlessly. It is the pleasure of the slave at the Saturnalia (HAH 1, 213). 44 Like the slave temporarily freed from bondage during the Saturnalia, he suggests, our laughter is merely symptomatic of a temporary release from the fear and suffering that dominates our experience. We explode with manic laughter, Nietzsche observes, when we unexpectedly find ourselves free from the tyranny of pain or when an unexpected stroke of good fortune delivers us from constant suffering. 45 It is for this reason that we can barely distinguish it from the tearful 42 The Birth of Tragedy (BT). Transl. Walter Kaufmann. New York 1967. 43 George Duckworth discusses the theory that in his lost discussion of comedy, Aristotle developed a notion of comic catharsis. Duckworth also concisely sums up the two competing classical theories of comedy: the Platonic superiority theory and the Aristotelian contrast theory and their influence on all later theoretical developments; see Duckworth, George E.: The Nature of Roman Comedy. A Study in Popular Entertainment. Princeton 1952, pp. 304 -314. 44 See also Human, All Too Human, 160. During the Roman Saturnalia, which began on December 17th, the state sanctioned and funded a period of unrestricted license and festivities in which slaves were given temporary freedom to do as they liked. Commenting on the Saturnalia, Seneca derides the hollowness of this unrestricted license. "Remaining dry and sober" he writes "takes a good more strength and will when everyone about one is puking drunk"; see: Seneca, Lucius Annaeus: Epistulae Morales ad Lucilium. Transl. Robin Campbell. Harmondsworth 1969. XVIII, 4, ll. 18-20. For Seneca, that we seek to dull our pain through the manic dissoluteness of the festival merely reflects the extent to which in ordinary life we have yet to conquer the pain caused by necessity. It is precisely this manic laughter that Stoics must resist if they are to conquer pain and necessity, rather than merely seeking release from it through the illusion of its temporary cessation. In epistle XVIII Seneca fears that rather than fortifying us against misfortune, Saturnalian laughter addicts us to finding relief in escapism and that in doing so it sows the seeds of vengefulness and depression. It is in this context that Seneca famously introduces his analogy between the Stoic work on the self and military maneuvers undertaken in peacetime. 45 Freud explains manic laughter or exultation in exactly the same manner. Such manic states, he argues, depend on certain economic conditions: "What has happened here is that, as a result of some influence, a large expenditure of psychical energy, long maintained or habitually occurring, has at last become unnecessary, so that it is available for […] discharge -when for instance some poor wretch, by winning some large sums of money, is suddenly relieved from chronic sobs of relief that follow in the wake of a release from intolerable suffering. Pain remains the groundbass of such laughter:
Upside down world of tears. -The manifold discomforts imposed upon men by the claims of higher culture at last distort nature so far that they usually bear themselves stiffly and stoically and have only tears for the rare attacks of good fortune so that many indeed, are constrained to weep merely because they have ceased to feel painonly when they are fortunate do their hearts beat again (HAH 2, 217).
Melancholic Humour: Cruel Jokes
Laughter. -Laughter means schadenfroh but with a good conscience (GS 200).
As Lampert notes, many of Nietzsche's jokes seem wounding and cutting, but his sharp wit is not in the service of Schadenfreude. 46 In fact, Nietzsche's psychological acuity illuminates how Schadenfreude, the malicious laughter at another's downfall, is something that we can turn back on ourselves in the form of selfridicule and self-mockery. And just as Schadenfreude is a comic anti-depressant that works its magic cure through the illusion that we are elevated above our neighbour, self-ridicule performs precisely the same function in the intrapsychic space.
In order to theorise this melancholic discomfort, Nietzsche introduces concepts that Freud later systematised in his psychic topography, namely the conceptual distinction of opposed psychical agencies: the superego and the ego. It is this self-splitting, Nietzsche shows, that makes it possible for human beings to adopt the stance of Schadenfreude towards themselves and cruelly laugh at their own misery. Etymologically, of course, melancholia literally means black bile, which is to say, assuming its identity as one of the four humours, black humour. 47 Now, black humour, as Nietzsche sees it, also shares the same psychological structure as melancholic self-abasement, but experienced from the position of the super-ego rather than the hapless ego. That is to say, in self-ridicule we establish an imaginary identification with the super-ego and through this identification we are able enjoy its mortification of the ego. Punning on the Nietzsche epigraph, self-ridicule, we might say, means laughing with a good conscience. By identifying with the Über-Ich, Nietzsche shows, we restore our illusion of sovworry about his daily bread, or when a long and arduous struggle is finally crowned with success …"; see: Freud, Sigmund: Mourning and Melancholia. Transl. James Strachey. In: On Metapsychology. ereignty; it is a perverse means of reclaiming our omnipotence through selfabasement. It follows that this kind of black humour becomes more pleasurable, and its paroxysms of laughter more intense, the greater the degree to which the ego is mortified and abased. Nietzsche sees this anti-depressant, self-ridicule at work in the pleasures of the ascetic:
There is a defiance of oneself of which many forms of asceticism are among those most sublimated expressions. For certain men feel so great a need to exercise their strength and lust for power that in default of other objects or because their efforts in other directions have always miscarried, they at last hit upon the idea of tyrannising over certain parts of their own nature, over, as it were, segments and stages of themselves On this point, Simon Critchley provides an illuminating preliminary understanding of the psychological structure and purpose of melancholic humour. Drawing on Freud's Nietzschean inspired conception of self-splitting, he claims that this splitting not only produces the self-laceration of depression (melancholia) and the self-forgetfulness of elation (mania), but a dark, sardonic, wicked humour. Black humour, as he explains, has the same structure as melancholic depression, "but it is an anti-depressant that works by the ego finding itself ridiculous". 48 However, there is a slip in Critchley's analysis, and it is one that leads him astray: for it is not the ego finding itself ridiculous, but the superego ridiculing the weakness of the ego. If Nietzsche is right, this ridiculing by the superego does not, as Critchley claims, "recall us to the modesty and limitedness of the human condition". 49 On the contrary, through idolising this cruel superego the ego surreptitiously restores to itself a degree of vanity. Freud himself is unambiguous on this point: he stresses that in melancholic self-abjection, which can take the form of cruelly laughing at oneself, the yield of enjoyment derives from satisfying the sadistic, annihilating impulse. When we take delight in lacerating ourselves, so he believes, we repeat our original infantile reaction to our discovery of our powerlessness before the object world. In this case, however, as Nietzsche already demonstrates in his analysis of the ascetic, the sadism which relates to the object is turned back upon the ego. Importantly, then, for Nietzsche and Freud what we discover in the phenomenon of melancholia is the ego as object (or, better still, as abject object) rather than as a subject. Freud explains the abjection of the ego thus:
The self-tormenting in melancholia, which is without a doubt enjoyable, signifies […] a satisfaction of trends of sadism and hate which relate to an object, and which have been turned around on the subject's own self … The analysis of melancholia […] shows […] that the ego can kill itself only if […] it can treat itself as an object -if it is able to direct against itself the hostility which relates to an object and which represents to objects in the external world. 50 Taken to its logical extreme, the Spiel of melancholia generates 'fort! ', but no 'da!'. It follows that Critchley is wrong to treat the pleasures of masochistic identification with the superego as if it were a tempering of our narcissistic grandiosity and a source of self-cognition. 51 Nietzsche's and Freud's point, by contrast, is that this masochistic identification is a means of compensation for the ego's lack of power, a compensation that perversely takes the form of 50 MM, pp. 260 -261, emphasis added. 51 Simon Critchley claims to deduce from Freud's metapsychology the idea that the melancholic has deeper self-knowledge than other people. He cites Freud's passing comment in MM to defend the link he draws between melancholia and self-knowledge: When in his heightened self-criticism he describes himself as petty, egoistic, dishonest, lacking in independence, one whose sole aim has been to hide his weaknesses of his own nature, it may be, so far as we know, that he has come pretty near to understanding himself; we only wonder why man has to be ill before he can be accessible to a truth of this kind (MM, p. 255). But, Critchley confuses Freud's mordant joke which, like Nietzsche's jokes in the middle works, plays in the gap between our ideal self-image and the human, all too human, with a theoretical statement to the effect that self-knowledge flows from self-laceration. This should be obvious from the caveat Freud adds in the sentence following this joke:
For there can be no doubt that if anyone holds and expresses to others an opinion of himself such as this […] he is ill, whether he speaks the truth or whether he is being more or less unfair to himself. Nor is it difficult to see that there is no correspondence, so far as we can judge, between the degree of self-abasement and its real justification. A good, capable, conscientious woman will speak no better of herself after she develops melancholia than one who is in fact worthless; indeed, the former is more likely to fall ill of the disease than the latter, of whom we too should have nothing good to say. (MM, p. 255) Freud's point here is exactly the opposite of that which Critchley claims to find in his metapsychology: for what Freud suggests is that melancholic self-laceration is not driven by a desire for self-cognition and that there is in fact no necessary connection between its judgements and the truth of the matter. Freud, it should be noted, claims that it is good, conscientious individuals who are more likely to fall ill of melancholia. It follows, therefore, that when we hear melancholics engage in extreme self-criticisms more often than not their statements will be false. But the link between melancholia and self-misrecognition goes deeper than this since a certain kind of self-misrecognition is in fact the cause of the disease. That is to say, if Freud is right melancholia is distinguished from mourning by the fact that in the former we remain unconscious about the loss that has generated our condition. By definition, therefore, in melancholia we do not know ourselves. Moreover, according to Freud, by directing their lacerating aspersions at themselves, melancholics conceal from themselves and others that these are in fact disguised reproaches of others. In sum, Freud claims that melancholics are doubly blind to themselves: they do not know what the loss is from which they suffer, nor do they know that the plaints they direct at themselves are disguised attacks on another. Martin Jay develops a balanced critique of the contemporary exaltation of the abject in his paper: Abjection Overruled. In: Jay, Martin: Cultural Semantics. Amherst 1998, pp. 144-156. participating in its own abasement. In other words, contra Critchley, this mocking self-abasement is the means by which we restore, not temper, our vanity. 52 As Freud is at pains to demonstrate, the melancholic's ill-temper proceeds from a "constellation of revolt" which passes "over into the crushed state of melancholia". 53 In a characteristically pithy jest, Nietzsche sums up the covert self-inflation of the melancholic: "Whoever despises himself still respects himself as one who despises" (BGE 78). 54 Nietzsche's analysis of the vain striving to restore omnipotence through the desperate measure of identifying with the inner tyrant, the cruel superego and its mocking laughter, succeeds in revealing how we use selfridicule as a counterweight to the feeling or experience of haplessness and impotence. According to Nietzsche, the melancholic "entertains" and gives himself pleasure, not enlightenment, through self-ridicule (HAH 1, 141) .
Those paradoxical phenomena, like the sudden chill in the behaviour of an emotional person, or the humour of the melancholic […] appear in people who harbour a powerful centrifugal force [Schleuderkraft] and experience sudden satiety and sudden nausea. Their satisfactions are so quick and so strong that they are followed by weariness and aversion and flight into the opposite taste. In this opposite, the cramp of feeling is resolved by sudden chill, in another by laughter (GS 49, emphasis added).
Here Nietzsche analyses melancholic humour as a flight from the feeling of nausea and weariness that ensues from a massive expenditure of force, or an 52 A measure of the extent to which Critchley has gone astray on this point is his use of Groucho Marx's black humour as an illustration of the positive function of the superego in supplying us with the anti-depressant of humour. In such humour, he argues, "the superego does not lacerate the ego, but speaks to it words of consolation. This is a positive superego that liberates and elevates by allowing the ego to find itself ridiculous"; Critchley: On Humour, loc. cit., p. 103, emphasis added. As we shall see, however, for Freud humour works its anti-depressant magic not by ridiculing the ego but by allowing it to tame a threatening reality by treating it as a matter of jest, a mere child's game that cannot touch it. Moreover, although there can be no doubt that Groucho's humour is an anti-depressant, it seems somewhat odd to claim, as Critchley does, that his black humour achieves this end by consoling the ego in the manner of a comforting parent, for parents hardly console by enabling their child to laugh at its own abjection. It seems far more plausible to suggest that Groucho's humour is an anti-depressant tonic because it discharges the superego's cruelty through abasing the ego, not comforting it. It is instructive to compare Critchley's claim with E. L. Doctorow's reflections on his childhood reception of Groucho's comedy: "Groucho we acknowledged was the wit […] But there were moments when we felt menaced by Groucho, as if there were some darkness in him, or some inadvertent revelation of the sadistic lineaments of adulthood that was perhaps premonitory of our own darkness of spirit as when we laughed guiltily at his ritual abasement of the statuesque, maternal Margaret Dumont"; see: Doctorow, E. "orgy" of feeling (GS 49). What Nietzsche depicts as a Schleuderkraft is analogous to the superego: it is an instrument that is generated by and which also discharges psychical tensions, and in the case of the melancholic it does so by abasing the ego. But like any other orgy, according to Nietzsche, the melancholic's orgy of self-violation simply generates another pathology: nausea or weariness. Melancholic humour is thus a sick laughter, or the laughter of sickness; an orgiastic, impatient yielding to the opposite impulse in a desperate attempt to escape self-revulsion.
Humoring Ourselves
Yet, as Nietzsche recognised, self-ridicule does not exhaust our comic potential. We can see in Nietzsche's work the same distinction between cruel joking and humour that Freud draws in his paper 'On Humour'. This humour has quite a different psychological structure to the sadistic ridiculing that merely inverts the melancholic split. We can briefly unpack the psychology of humour by examining Freud's discussion. According to Freud, we soothe and console ourselves for our powerlessness in the face of the traumas of the external world by denying or wishing away its impact on us; this, he believes, is what it means to humour ourselves. He illustrates this with an example of gallows humour: "A criminal who was being led out to the gallows on a Monday remarked: "Well, the week's beginning nicely". 55 Freud maintains that such humour has something of "grandeur and elevation" which, as he writes:
[…] clearly lies in the triumph of narcissism, the victorious assertion of the ego's invulnerability. The ego refuses to be distressed by the provocations of reality, to let itself to be compelled to suffer. It insists that it cannot be affected by the traumas of the external world. 56 Freud distinguishes between the cruel joke in which we ridicule ourselves and this species of humour in which we make light of the threats, dangers and harshness of reality, and in doing so he conjures up something of the tranquil, untraumatised spirit of Stoicism. In the former we take pleasure in diminishing the ego, but in the latter we preserve and protect the ego by deflecting reality. Freud, in short, sees humour as a triumph of narcissism over the painful threats of reality. Nietzsche also pokes fun at the way we retain our good humour through denying the power of reality over us, instead using such occasions as means of gaining pleasure:
We laugh at him who steps out of his room at the moment when the sun steps out of its room, and then says 'I will that the sun shall rise'; and at him who cannot stop a wheel, and says: 'I will that it shall roll'; and at him who is thrown down in wrestling and says: 'Here I lie but I will lie here!" But, all laughter aside are we ourselves ever acting any differently whenever we employ the expression: 'I will'? (D 124).
Nietzsche evokes laughter here in order to disclose the comical way in which we triumphantly proclaim our mastery of reality in the face of our palpable impotence. Indeed, Nietzsche treats this risible reversal of the active and passive poles that, as we have seen, he analyses in his satire of infantile narcissism, as a blunder universally committed by human beings:
To reassure the sceptic. -"I have no idea how I am acting! I have no idea how I ought to act!" -you are right, but be sure of this: you will be acted upon! at every moment! Mankind has at all ages confused the active and the passive: it is their everlasting grammatical blunder (D 120). 57 Because such humorous self-deceit runs counter to an unmediated appraisal of reality, Freud describes it as "rebellious" rather than "resigned", a "triumph of the ego but also of the pleasure principle, which is able here to assert itself against the unkindness of the real circumstances". 58 Explaining this achievement in terms of his psychodynamic theory, Freud suggests that such self-humouring consolation is made possible by the superego which cocoons the ego from the traumas of reality: […] in bringing about the humorous attitude, the superego is actually repudiating reality and serving an illusion […] . It means: "Look! Here is the world which seems so dangerous! It is nothing but a game for children -just worth making a jest about!" 59 At first glance this explanation appears to generate a conundrum for Freud, since, needless to say, the superego is normally not such an amiable figure. In order to solve this conundrum Freud adds a comic twist to the tale of his account of our capacity to humour ourselves:
If it is really the superego which, in humour, speaks such kindly words of comfort to the intimidated ego, this will teach us that we have still a great deal to learn about the nature of the superego.
[…] if the superego tries, by means of humour, to console the ego and to protect it from suffering, this does not contradict its origin in the parental agency. 60 In this closing remark of his paper on humour, Freud gives the clue to dissolving the mystery of how the superego can both mock the ego through lace-57 Nietzsche constantly draws on our grammatical blunders as a rich source of insight into the economy of the soul. rating jokes, and console it through humorously cocooning it from those external realities which severely limit its narcissistic wishes. It is seldom noted that when Freud introduces his famous jest about the narcissist as 'His Majesty the Baby' he is actually referring to the parents' attitude towards their child, not to the child himself. In fact, Freud derives his notion of primary narcissism not from direct observation of children, but by inferring this condition from the parents' affectionate attitude towards their children. On the basis of the sheer intensity of parental affection, he asserts, we can infer nothing other than that it is a reproduction of their own narcissism which they have long since abandoned. Parents, Freud maintains, invest their abandoned narcissism in their children. He describes this narcissistic investment in the following way:
The child shall have a better time than his parents; he shall not be subject to the necessities which they have recognised as paramount in life. Illness, death, renunciation of enjoyment, restrictions of his own will shall not touch him; the laws of nature and of society shall be abrogated in his favour; he shall once more really be the centre and core of creation -"His Majesty the Baby", as we once fancied ourselves […] . Parental love, which is so moving and at bottom so childish, is nothing but the parents' narcissism born again, which, transformed into object love, unmistakably reveals its former nature. 61 Freud's argument, in other words, is that humour saves narcissism by warding off the harshness of reality, and it does so by drawing on that aspect of the superego that is formed on the basis of the parents' narcissistic investment in the child's ego and their desire, as he puts it, "to protect it from suffering". For Freud, humour is the ego's narcissistic rebellion against reality that it funds with the resources of its parents' narcissistic investments. In humour, then, the superego treats the ego as doting parents treat their child, it spoils and mollycoddles the ego, pretending that it can suspend the harsh laws of necessity in favour of 'His Majesty the Baby'.
So Critchley is right when he jokes that the superego is our amigo, but we must conclude that he is wrong to think that this superego simply replaces or, as he puts it, "takes the place of the ego ideal", the repository of our narcissistic dreams. 62 On the contrary, as Freud shows, the superego that humours the ego with its words of consolation is built upon the parents' narcissism and is thus a continuation of their desire to ward off the unkindness of reality. Indeed, Critchley's claim that we can dispense with the ego ideal, the heir to our phantasies of plenitude, is strikingly at odds with the foundations of precisely the Nietzschean and Freudian meta-psychology that he deploys for the sake of theorising comedy and humour. At the core of Freud's theory of narcissism, we might recall, is the claim that we never forgo the desire to take pleasure in ourselves or for the 61 oceanic feeling, and that "the development of the ego consists in a departure from primary narcissism and gives rise to vigorous attempts to recover that state". 63 (In casting aside the ego ideal Critchley seems to be the unwitting victim of his own self-humouring: he deceives himself that he can majestically dispatch the ego ideal with the mere stroke of a pen).
We must, therefore, restate the significance of Freud's remarks on self-humouring: it is true that he unexpectedly finds a positive place for the superego, but only for a superego onto which our own lost ideal has been projected, and onto which presumably parents also project their narcissism. The real insight of Freud's analysis of humour is that it implies that the cruel superego, the agency formed through the infant's introversion of its own wounded vengefulness, is modified and tempered through the integration or incorporation of the residues of the feeling of plenitude that precedes this wounding.
In other words, Freud broaches the idea that the turning back on ourselves that begins with the formation of an Über-Ich agency can only take a healthy form when this agency is informed by and draws upon the resources, images and phantasies of our primary narcissism. Humour, we might say, is made possible by an Über-Ich in which our phantasies of plenitude have tempered the vengefulness which is ignited and stoked by our loss of plenitude. Humour is a healthy resuscitation of the residues of our narcissism that prevents the superego from becoming, as Freud puts it, "a pure culture of the death instinct". 64 In the art of humouring ourselves, then, Freud discovers a positive place and function for our narcissism, as indeed he must insofar as he believes that we can only ever modulate and transform, never abandon our narcissistic wishes. "To be their own ideal once more, as they were in childhood" he asserts without qualification "this is what people strive to attain as their own happiness". 65 By "elevating us above misfortune" humour "save[s] our narcissism from disaster", as Ricoeur puts it, but it does so, Freud believes, in a way that he accords a certain dignity that is lacking in mere jokes, which he criticises for giving us a pleasure that derives from satisfying our appetite for aggression, either against others or ourselves. 66 Rather, to state Freud's point more precisely: in humour, he suggests, the positive or healthy superego, one in which the residues of our narcissism have been integrated, softens the blows of a reality for the ego; without this humouring the ego would experience its finitude and impotence as profoundly traumatic. The amicable superego thereby enables it to come to terms with from being buffeted by reality as the key to understanding its positive therapeutic effects on the ego's capacity to bear the ultimate sign of its impotence, or "the most touchy point in the narcissistic system", its mortality. 67 In this regard, Freud implies that self-humouring saves us from defeat in a manner that makes the ego more amenable to Stoic composure and moderation in the face of an intractable reality. 68 Like the Stoics, Freud argues that the value of humouring oneself lies in the fact that it enables the ego to economise on its expenditure of affects. "There is no doubt" he avers "that the essence of humour is that one spares oneself the affects to which the situation would naturally give rise". 69 In the case of gallows humour, for example, the ego spares itself the affects of anger, fear, horror or despair; an achievement made possible when the ego airily dismisses the traumas of reality with a jest. 70 The ego's jesting dismissal of the otherwise traumatic reality of its impending death, he maintains, prevents the arousal of anger or vengeance, indeed it transforms the provocations of reality into occasions for it to gain pleasure. For Freud, as Kohut correctly states, "humour" is "a transformation of narcissism" which enables us "to tolerate the recognition of [our] finiteness in principle and even of [our] impending death". 71 It is the Stoics who develop and illustrate the connection between self-humouring and self-composure that Freud merely hints at in his exploration of humour. Seneca, for example, in a letter recounting his growing awareness of his own senescence and imminent death, gives a comical rendition of the Stoic dogma that to fear death is irrational. 72 He does so by recalling how a certain Pacuvius made light of his own death by gathering his admirers together each night to perform with him his own funeral celebrations. Pacuvius uses this comic ritual, we might say, to enable himself to confront his finitude without being terrorised by it: 73 Pacuvius […] was in the habit of conducting a memorial ceremony for himself with wine and funeral feasting of the kind we are familiar with, and then being carried on a bier from the dinner table to his bed, while a chanting to music went on of the words 'He has lived, he has lived' in Greek, amid the applause of the young libertines present. Never a day passed but he celebrated his own funeral. What he did from discreditable motives we should do from honourable ones, saying in all joyfulness and cheerfulness as we retire to our beds: "I have lived; I completed now the course / That fortune long ago allotted to me". 74 Strangely, or at least so it must seem to those who follow Hegel in deprecating Stoicism as an art of "solitary mortification", Seneca suggests that Pacuvius' comically self-mocking defiance of the pathos of finitude should inform the Stoic's own acknowledgement of mortality. 75 Seneca comes close here to embracing what we might call a comic anti-heroic paradigm that, as Michael Janover puts it, "acknowledges that to face finitude is to flee it, and that only in laughter and comedy can we touch on the real but ungraspable matter of our mortality without trumping or troping it in clichés or metaphysics". 76 What Freud adds to this Stoic perspective is a psychodynamic account of the genesis of such humour. As we have seen, for Freud the ego can only manage this humorous feat of "grandeur and elevation" by drawing on the resources of the friendly superego, the psychical repository of the parents' narcissistic investment in it, which enables the ego to dismiss a threatening reality as nothing more than a game for children. 77 Freud explains this achievement as one in which "the subject suddenly hypercathects his [friendly] superego and then, proceeding from it, alters the reactions of the ego", which, without this protection from its superego, would normally react with fear, anger, vengefulness. 78 In other words, Freud attributes a positive function to the amicable superego's comic method of sustaining the ego. It serves a positive function, he maintains, insofar as it soothes or diminishes the ego's bitterness at discovering its own impotence before reality, thereby enabling it to economise in its production and expenditure of ill-humoured affects and to derive a certain mild pleasure from the misfortunes it confronts. If, then, we can overcome the fear of impending death by putting ourselves, through humour, on a higher plane, we can do so only by drawing upon our amicable superego, the psychical vestiges of our parents' narcissistic love. Paul Ricoeur nicely sums up the essential point that Freud drives at in his analysis of humour:
[…] humour […] enables us to endure the harshness of life, and, suspended between illusion and reality, helps us to love our fate. 79 Indeed, according to Freud, in the face of the fear of death the ego can only sustain itself by being loved by the amicable superego; this transformation of narcissism, in other words, is necessary for the very survival of the ego:
The fear of death […] only admits of one explanation: that the ego gives itself up because it feels hated and persecuted by the superego instead of loved. To the ego, therefore, living means the same as being loved -being loved by the superego, which here is the representative of the id. 80 For Freud, therefore, we cannot survive without humour. 77 OH, p. 428. 78 Freud's explanation implies that this 'hypercathecting' is undertaken by a psychical agency that is neither the ego or the superego. It remains unclear what, if any, theoretical status Freud attributes to this "subject" that hypercathects the superego. On the theoretical level, he is forced into this clumsy locution because with his discovery of narcissism he also discovers that the ego is not an agent in charge of the drives, but an object of the drives. If the ego is an object, or abject object, then the notion that it is the source of intrapsychic agency is displaced, and we begin to open onto the idea that there the psyche does not harbour any one directing agency, but is a series of dynamic relations without a fixed centre. 79 Ricoeur: Freud and Philosophy, loc. cit., p. 335, emphasis added. 80 EI, p. 400.
The culmination of Nietzsche's analysis is not, then, as is often thought, the heroic laughter of total affirmation, but a smiling, anti-heroic acknowledgement of the ruses we use to conceal or flee from our finitude and powerlessness. In this regard, Nietzsche goes further than Freud who, as we have seen, tentatively suggests that beyond cruel joking there is a healthy form of self-humouring that enables the ego to bear its vulnerability to the realm of necessity. Nietzsche utilises comic means and analyses of comic means -manic laughter, cruel jokes, and humouring ourselves -as ways of laying bare the range of stratagems we deploy to conceal our weakness. It is in Nietzsche's middle works that we discover what Critchley describes as a humour that "recalls us to the modesty and limitedness of the human condition, a limitedness that calls not for tragic-heroic affirmation but comic acknowledgement, not Promethean authenticity but a laughable inauthenticity". 86 Nietzsche brings this comic self-acknowledgement to the foreground in meditating on the classical themes of tragedy. Reflecting on the notion of the knowledge or wisdom acquired through suffering, Nietzsche subverts the idea that it leads to Promethean authenticity or grandiose affirmation. The wisdom of suffering, he implies, lies not in tragic affirmation, but in the opportunity it gives us of exposing the ruses we deploy to fend it off, and the subject who emerges from it is not a grandiose, imperious hero, but one capable of an ironic acknowledgement of its desperate fabrication of illusions. One who suffers, Nietzsche writes:
[…] takes pleasure in conjuring up his contempt as though out of the deepest Hell and thus subjecting his soul to the bitterest pain … With dreadful clearsightedness as to the nature of his being, he cries to himself: "for once be your own accuser and executioner, for once take your suffering as the punishment inflicted by yourself upon yourself! Enjoy your superiority as judge; more, enjoy your wilful pleasure, your tyrannical arbitrariness! Raise yourself above your life as above your suffering." […] Our pride towers up as never before: it discovers incomparable stimulus in opposing such a tyrant as pain is […] . In this condition one defends oneself desperately against all pessimism, that it may not appear to be a consequence of our condition and humiliate us in defeat.
[…] We experience downright convulsions of arrogance (D 114).
We can see here already Nietzsche building a critique of the sadistic pleasures of tyrannising oneself, and of heroic affirmation as a pathological and desperate effort, a critique that leads him to a bitter-sweet smiling at ourselves and at the pathological measures we use to soothe our wounded vanity:
And then there comes the first glimmering of relief, of convalescence -and almost the first effect is that we fend off the dominance of this arrogance: we call ourselves vain and foolish to have felt it -as though we had experienced something out of the ordinary.
[…] "Away, away with this pride!" we cry, "it was only one more sickness and convulsion!" We gaze again at man and nature -now with a more desiring eye; we recall with a sorrowful smile that we now know something new and different about them […] . We are not annoyed when the charms of health resume their game -we look on as if transformed, gentle and still wearied. In this condition one cannot hear music without weeping (D 114, emphasis added).
The wisdom of suffering, Nietzsche implies, lies not in tragic-heroic affirmation, but in comic anti-heroic acknowledgement.
